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Executive Summary

Kindergarten is a critical period in children's early school careers. It sets them on a path that
influences their subsequent learning and school achievement. For most children, kindergarten represents
the first step in ajourney through the world of formal schooling. However, children entering kindergarten
in the United States in the 1990s are different from those who entered kindergarten in prior decades. They
come from increasingly diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, social, economic and language backgrounds.
Many kindergartners now come from single-parent families and from step-parent families. They also
differ in the level and types of early care and educational experiences that they have had prior to
kindergarten (Zill et a. 1995).

Our nation’s schools face new opportunities and new challenges. Schools are expected to meet
the educational needs of each child regardless of their background and experience. Services, such as
meals and before- and after-school child care, that were provided by other ingtitutions in the past are now
being provided by schools. Teachers are faced with classrooms of children with increasingly diverse
needs. In addition, growing pressure to raise academic standards and to assess all students progress

towards meeting those standards places even more burden on schools and teachers.

Much of the literature on the status of children in our nation's schools is focused on elementary
(e.g., fourth-graders in the National Assessment of Educational Progress) and secondary school children
(e.g., twelfth-graders in the National Assessment of Educational Progress and eighth-, tenth- and twelfth-
graders in the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988). Little information is available on
kindergarten programs in the United States and on the nation’s children as they enter kindergarten and
move through the primary grades. Information about the entry status of the nation's kindergartners can
inform educational policy and practice, and especially those policies and practices that are targeted to

meeting the needs of a diverse population of children entering kindergarten for the first time.

In the fall of 1998, about 4 million children were attending kindergarten in the United States,
approximately 95 percent of them for the first time. Of the children attending kindergarten, 85 percent
were in public school, 15 percent in private school, 55 percent were in full day programs and 45 percent

were in part day program. *

1
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99,
Fall 1998.



Whether or not children succeed in school is in part related to events and experiences that occur
prior to their entering kindergarten for the first time. Children’s preparedness for school and their later
school success are related to multiple aspects of their development. Children’s physical well-being, social
development, cognitive skills and knowledge and how they approach learning are all factors that
contribute to their chance for success in school (Kagan et a. 1995). Additionally, the differences we see
in children’s knowledge and skill as they enter kindergarten can be contributed to a variation in family
characterigtics (e.g., maternal education, family type) and home experiences (home educationa activities,
nonparental care). A complex and continuous collaboration exists between the child and the family; and,
the family can provide the resources and support that children require to increase their chances of
succeeding in school (Maccoby 1992). For some children, the absence of resources and support place
them at increased risk for school failure.

This report presents the first findings from a new national study of kindergartners, their schools,
classrooms, teachers and families. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-
99 (ECLSK), sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), began following a nationally representative sample of some 22,000 kindergartners in the fall of
1998. The ECLS-K will follow the same cohort of children from their entry to kindergarten through their
fifth grade year. Data will be collected not only in the fall of kindergarten but also spring kindergarten,
fall first grade, spring first grade, spring third grade and spring fifth grade. In the fall of kindergarten, data
were collected from children, their parents and their teachers. Information from children was gathered
during an individualized in-person assessment with the child in the child's school, parents were
interviewed over the phone and teachers were given self-administered questionnaires. Westat, Inc. is

conducting the kindergarten and first grade collections for NCES.

This report is based on the 95 percent of children entering kindergarten for the first time in the
fall of 1998. Future reports will provide information on those children who repeated kindergarten in the
fall of 1998.

Cognitive Skills and Knowledge

Children’s cognitive skills and knowledge are frequently thought of as core ingredients in the

recipe for success in school. Researchers have conceived cognitive development as an extended set of
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multidimensional skills and proficiencies which include language/literacy, reasoning and general
knowledge (Kagan et al. 1995). Children’s language and literacy refers to both their oral communication
(language) and understanding of the written word (literacy). Children’s reasoning refers to their
mathematical skills. The concept of general knowledge refers to children’s conceptions and

understandings of the world around them.

As children enter kindergarten for the first time, they differ in their cognitive skills and
knowledge. Children’s reading, mathematics and general knowledge are related to their age as they enter
kindergarten, the level of their mother’s education (see figure A), their family type, the primary language

spoken in the home and their race-ethnicity.

In reading, mathematics and general knowledge, older kindergartners (born in 1992) outperform
the younger kindergartners (born September through December 1993). The older kindergartners
are more likely to score in the highest quartile of the distribution of scores than the younger
kindergartners. However, some of the youngest children, those just turning 5, aso score in the
highest quartile (16 percent in reading, 12 percent in mathematics and 12 percent in generd
knowledge). Additionally, some of the older kindergartners (born in 1992) are scoring in the
lowest quartile (15-19 percent in reading, 13-17 percent in mathematics and 11-16 percent in
general knowledge).

Children’s performance in reading, mathematics and general knowledge increases with the level
of their mothers' education. Kindergartners whose mothers have more education are more likely
to score in the highest quartile in reading, mathematics and general knowledge than all other
children. However, some children whose mothers have less than a high school education also
score in the highest quartile (6 percent in reading, 7 percent in mathematics and 4 percent in
general knowledge). Additionally, some children whose mothers have a bachelor’s degree or
higher are scoring in the lowest quartile (8 percent in reading, 18 percent in mathematics and 10
percent in general knowledge).

Children’s performance in reading, mathematics and general knowledge differs by their family
type: kindergartners from two-parent families are more likely to score in the highest quartile in
reading, mathematics and general knowledge than children from single-mother families.
However, some children with single mothers also score in the highest quartile (14 percent in
reading, 14 percent in mathematics and 12 percent in general knowledge). Additionally, some
children from two-parent families are scoring in the lowest quartile (22 percent in reading, 21
percent in mathematics and 20 percent in general knowledge).

In terms of their specific skills in reading and math, 66 percent of first-time kindergartners are
proficient in recognizing their letters, 29 percent are proficient in understanding the beginning sounds
(letter sound relationship at the beginning of words) and about 17 percent are proficient in understanding
the ending sounds (letter sound relationship at the end of words). In math, nearly al (94 percent) first-

time kindergartners are proficient in number and shape (recognizing numbers, shapes and counting to 10),
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58 percent are proficient in understanding relative size (sequencing patterns and using nonstandard units
of length to compare objects) and 20 percent are proficient in understanding ordina segquence
(identification of the ordinal position of an object in a sequence—e.g., fifth in line).

Figure A.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners scoring in the highest quartile of reading, math
and general knowledge, by maternal education: Fall 1998
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudina Study, Kindergarten Class of
1998-99, Fall 1998.

Social Skills

Children’s social skills relate both to the quality and success of their school experiences (Meisels
et a. 1996). Young children construct knowledge by interacting with others and their environment
(Bandura 1986). In order to interact successfully in a variety of circumstances and with a variety of
people, children need to possess interpersonal skills. They need to feel secure enough to join, question
and listen to their peers and adults. This report explores indicators of children's socia development by
looking at children’s interpersonal skills and behavioral patterns as rated by their parents and teachers.
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For the most part, parents and teachers report a high incidence of prosocial behaviors and a low
incidence of problem behaviors. Parents report that about 82-89 percent of first-time kindergartners often
to very often join others in play, make friends and comfort others. Teachers report that about 75 percent
of first-time kindergartners are accepting of peer ideas and form friendships. In terms of more problematic
behaviors (e.g., fighting and arguing), parents report that about 33 percent of first-time kindergartners
argue with others often to very often and less than 20 percent of first-time kindergartners fight with others
and get angry easily often to very often. Teacher ratings are lower, with about 10 percent of first-time
kindergartners arguing with others, fighting with others and easily getting angry often to very often.
Teacher ratings of children’s prosocial and problem behaviors differ by children’s family type and

minority status.

Kindergarten teachers rate children with some characteristics of risk for school difficulty (those
whose mothers have less than a high school education, are single mothers or whose families have
received or are receiving public assistance) less likely than children whose mothers have at least a
high school diploma, who come from two-parent families and whose families have never utilized
public assistance to accept peer ideas and form friendships.

Reports of children's problem behaviors vary by race/ethnicity. The pattern of these differences
and their magnitude depends on who is rating the children's behavior. When teachers rate the
children in their classrooms, black children are more likely than white and Asian children to be
seen as exhibiting higher levels of problem behaviors (arguing with others, fighting with others,
getting angry easily). When parents rate their children, we see fewer differences between black
and white children. Instead, we see more differences between Asian children and white, black and
Hispanic children. Asian children are less likely than children in these other groups to be seen as
arguing or fighting often to very often by their parents.

Physical Health and Well-Being

Information on children’s physicality helps untangle the diverse skill set children possess at entry
to kindergarten. An important part of learning relates to children having enough rest, enough good foods
to eat and good physical health (Kagan et al. 1995). The concept of physical health and well-being is
broad; it not only includes a disease-free state but also having gross and fine motor skills appropriate to

the child’'s age.

The average first-time kindergartner in 1998 was about 45 inches tall and weighed about 46
pounds. About 12 percent of boys and 11 percent of girls have a body mass index which classifies them
as at risk for being overweight. Kindergartners are generally healthy (see figure B)—though their general
health differs by their family type, the level of their mothers education and whether or not they utilized



public assistance (i.e., Aid for Families with Dependent Children). A small percentage of kindergartners
are showing signs of developmental difficulty (e.g., high activity level, low attention span).

Figure B.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners who are in excellent general health, by
utilization of public assistance (Aid for Families with Dependent Children-AFDC):
Fall 1998
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudina Study, Kindergarten Class of
1998-99, Fall 1998.

Approaches to Learning

How children approach learning is central to their chances for success in school. Children's
learning styles reflect how they address the task of learning (Kagan et al. 1995). Children need to be able
to persist at tasks, be eager to learn and be creative in their work. These characteristics tend to manifest
themselves at arelatively early age, and children demonstrate diversity in their approaches and behaviors

toward learning.

As children enter kindergarten for the first time, parents report that about 75 percent persist at
tasks often to very often (figure C), about 92 percent seem eager to learn (figure C) and 85 percent
demonstrate creativity in their work. Teachers are dightly more conservative in their ratings (figure C),
reporting that about two-thirds to three-quarters of beginning kindergartners persist at tasks, seem eager to
learn and are able to pay attention. Teacher ratings of kindergartners approaches to learning differ by
child characteristics, such as their gender, age at entry, level of mother’s education and minority status.



Both parents and teachers report that girls persist at tasks more often than boys, older
kindergartners (born in 1992) persist at tasks more often than the younger (born September
through December 1993) and children not at risk persist at tasks more often than children at risk
for school difficulty (mother's education less than high school, single-mother and receipt of
public assistance), except on the basis of home language.

Figure C.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners teacher rate as persisting at tasks often to very
often, by age of entry: Fall 1998
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of
1998-99, Fall 1998.
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The Child and the Family

The nature and frequency of family interactions relate not only to children’s development but aso
to children’s preparedness for school. The frequency with which parents interact in positive ways with
their children may indicate the investment parents make in their children’s education. Home activities—
such as reading to the child or interacting through play—are related to children’s school preparedness and

chances for success in school.

The mgjority of parents report having more than 25 children’s books in the home, and more than
half of parents report having more than five children’s records, audio tapes or CDs in the home. Nearly
half of parents report a family member reading to the child or singing songs with the child every day.
Activities such as reading to children vary by level of mother’'s education (see figure D), family type,
receipt of public assistance and minority status.

Figure D.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners read to every day by a family member, by
family type: Fall 1998
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudina Study, Kindergarten Class of
1998-99, Fall 1998.

As the |abor force participation rate of mothers with young children has increased, the percentage
of children receiving care from someone other than their parents has increased as well. In the 1990s, a
large majority of children have been cared for on aregular basis by someone other than their parents prior
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to entering first grade (West et al. 1992). Today, many kindergarten and primary school children receive

before- and after-school care regularly from persons other than their parents (Brimhall et al. 1999).

Prior to starting kindergarten, about four out of five first-time kindergartners received care on a
regular basis from someone other than their parents. Upon entering kindergarten, about half of children
currently receive care on a regular basis before or after school from someone other than their parents.
Both the care children received prior to kindergarten and their current care (e.g., relative, nonrelative,

center-based) varies by characteristics such as level of mother’s education and race/ethnicity status.

At kindergarten entry, children whose mothers have less than a high school education are more
likely to receive before- and/or after-school care from a relative than from a nonrelative or center-based
provider. In contrast, kindergartners whose mothers have a college education are more likely to receive

care in a center-based setting than in either of the two home-based settings.

At kindergarten entry, black children are more likely than white, Asian or Hispanic children to
receive before- and/or after-school care.

Summary

While first-time kindergartners are similar in many ways, this report demonstrates that
differences exist in children’s skills and knowledge in relation to their characteristics, background and
experiences. The report adds to our understanding of the diversity of young children's skills and
knowledge. Even as they are just beginning their formalized educational experience, children are
different. They demonstrate differences in their cognitive skills and knowledge, social skills, health and
approaches to learning, and bring with them differences in their home educational experiences and
environments. This report is highly descriptive in nature, presenting a broad array of information on
children’s status as they begin their journey to school. Future reports based on the Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 (ECLS-K), will a take more analytical approach and
examine specific issues more in depth. This report and future data from the ECLS-K will help to inform
researchers, practitioners, educators, parents and policymakers on issues concerning young children’s

education during the elementary grades.
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Future Directions

The findings in this report bring to light some areas for further investigation and some interesting
patterns emerge across domains. For instance, differences exist in parent and teacher perceptions of
children’s prosocial skills, problem behaviors and approaches to learning. Primarily, we presented the
data by looking at parent perceptions in relation to child and family characteristics and teacher
perceptions in relation to child and family characteristics. However, future analysis can compare the
similarities and the differences in parent and teacher perceptions of the same child. For example, in terms
of approaches to learning, specifically children’s eagerness to learn, the racial/ethnic differences seem

much greater in the teacher ratings than in the parent ratings in the aggregate.

Furthermore, in this report, we look at the constructs by a specific set of child and family
characteristics (e.g., child's sex, age at entry, race/ethnicity, maternal education). Future reports can take a
different perspective, and analyze the constructs in terms of additional family characteristics and school
characteristics. For example, the data can be analyzed in terms of pre-school attendance, kindergarten
program type (i.e., full day/part day) and school type (e.g., public/nonpublic). These types of analysis may
have policy implications.

Xiv



Contents

ACKNOWIEAGIMENTS ...t sne e s i
EXECULIVE SUMIMIBIY ...ttt n e e n e eme e s ene e v
Cognitive Skills and KNowIedge............ooiiiiiieeee e Vi
SOCIAL SKIIS ..t viii
Physical Health and WE-BEING ........eoiiieeieeee et iX
W 0] oi == (o3 = 1 oo S X
The Child and the Family .........ooeioe s Xii
SUMMIBIY ..ttt e e s e sm e s s e e s e e e am s e e sane e e smr e e e snn e e sane e e smreeenneennnes Xiii
FULUIE DITECHIONS. ...ttt n e sn e nneenan e Xiv
LISt OF TAIES.....cceeeeee e XVi
INEFOTUCTION ...ttt b et n e s s e e e e n e e me e e n e e ne e 1
Children’s Skills, Knowledge and EXPEIENCES..........ccoviiiierieieerie e 2
[z = o U (o TP 5
REPOI APPIOBCN ...ttt r s n e n e neenane e 7
T 070117 8
Cognitive Skills, Knowledge and EXPEIENCES .........ccoeiieieerieeiiesee e 10
SOCIAL SKITIS ..t 24
PhYSICal WEI-BEING.....co ittt ettt s e e e snee e s e sneeeeneeeens 31
APProaChES 10 LEAIMING. ... ceeiueeeeiieeiieeeeiee e rtie e et e e e e et ee e e e e saeeeeteeesnteeesseeesseeesnseeenneeeans 44
The Child and the Family ... e 48
Relationships Within and Across Areas of Development...........cccooovricireicee e 59
FULUIE DITECLIONS ...ttt b e et e s s e san e s e e nnnennneeas 61
Methodology and Data REHEDITITY...........coiiiiiieeeee e 63
SUNVEY MENOUOIOGY .....ceeueeeiieiieiee e 63
RESPONSE RELES. ...ttt ettt et e e et e e e e snb e e e e sabe e e e s annreeeeanns 65
Data REITADIHTTY ...eoeeeieeeeee e 66
Definitions Of VariablEs.........cocuiiiieiie e 70
REFEIENCES. ...ttt b e s bt e b e ne e san e n e nnnenare e 74
N 0= 00 SR 80

XV



List of Tables

Table 1.—Sample sizes and population counts of first-time kindergartners, by child
and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 2—Mean reading t-scores of first-time kindergartners, and percentage
distribution of quartile scores, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 3.—Mean mathematics t-scores of first-time kindergartners, and percentage
distribution of quartile scores, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 4—Mean genera knowledge t-scores of first-time kindergartners, and
percentage distribution of quartile scores, by child and family characteristics:
Fall 1998

Table 5.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by print familiarity
scores, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 6.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners passing each reading proficiency
level, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 7.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners passing each mathematics
proficiency level, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 8.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the frequency with
which parents say they engage in prosocia behavior, by child and family
characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 9.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the frequency with
which teachers say they engage in prosocial behavior, by child and family
characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 10.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the frequency with
which parents say they exhibit antisocial behavior, by child and family
characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 11.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the frequency with
which teachers say they exhibit antisocial behavior, by child and family
characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 12—Percentage of first-time male and female kindergartners at risk for
overweight, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 13.—First-time kindergartners' mean fine motor skills score and percentage
distribution of scores, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 14 —First-time kindergartners' mean gross motor skills score and percentage
distribution of scores, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

XVi

18

19

20

21

22

23

26

27

29

30

37

38



Table 15.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by parents’ assessment
of their general health, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 16.—Percentage of first-time kindergartners whose parents reported
developmenta difficulty in terms of activity level, attention, coordination
and pronunciation of words: Fall 1998

Table 17.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the frequency with
which parents say they persist at atask, are eager to learn new things and
are creative in work or play, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 18.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the frequency with
which teachers say they persist at atask, are eager to learn new things and
pay attention well, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 19.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by numbers of books
audiotapes or CDs in the home, by child and family
characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 20.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the number of times
each week family members read books and tell stories to them, by child
and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 21.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the number of times
each week family members sing songs and do arts and crafts with them, by
childand family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 22.—Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by the number of times
each week family members play sports or exercise and play games with
them, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 23.— Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by participation in
nonparental care arrangements the year prior to starting kindergarten, by
type of arrangement and child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Table 24.— Percentage distribution of first-time kindergartners by participation during

kindergarten in before and after care, by type of arrangement and child and
family characteristics: Fall 1998

XVii

40

43

46

47

51

52

53

57

58



Introduction

Kindergarten is a critical period in children's early school careers. It sets children on a path that
influences their subsequent learning and school achievement. For most children, kindergarten represents
the first step in ajourney through the world of formal schooling. However, children entering kindergarten
in the United States in the 1990s are different from those who entered kindergarten in prior decades. They
come from increasingly diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, social, economic and language backgrounds.
Many kindergartners now come from single-parent families, step-parent families and homes with very
different socia and economic backgrounds. They aso differ in the level and types of early care and
educational experiences that they have had prior to kindergarten (Zill et al. 1995).

These trends present new opportunities and pose challenges to our nation's schools. Schools are
expected to meet the educational needs of each child regardless of their background and experience.
Services, such as meals and before- and after-school child care, that were provided by other ingtitutions in
the past are now being provided by schools. Teachers are faced with classrooms of children with
increasingly diverse needs. In addition, growing pressure to raise academic standards and to assess all
students' progress toward meeting those standards places even more burden on schools and teachers
(Kagan 1990, Meisels 1992).

Much of the literature on the status of children in our nation's schools is focused on elementary
(e.g., fourth-graders in the National Assessment of Educational Progress) and secondary school children
(e.g., eighth and twelfth-graders in the National Assessment of Educational Progress and eighth-, tenth-
and twelfth-graders in the National Education Longitudina Study of 1988). Little information is available
on the achievement of children in kindergarten programs in the United States and on the nation’s children
as they enter kindergarten and move through the primary grades. Information about the entry status of the
nation's first-time kindergartners can inform educational policy and practice, and especially those policies
and practices that are targeted to meeting the needs of a diverse population of children entering

kindergarten for the first time.

In the fall of 1998, about four million children were attending kindergarten in the United States,
approximately 95 percent of them for the first time. Of the children attending kindergarten, 85 percent
were in public school and 15 percent in private school. Over the past few decades, the nature of

kindergarten programs has shifted from typically half-day programs to full-day programs. Presently, 55



percent of children are in full-day programs, and 45-percent in part day programs.  This report will
present a snapshot of these first-time kindergartners. It describes some of the skills, knowledge and
experiences that children bring with them as they enter kindergarten. It describes some of the things first-
time kindergartners can and cannot do, what problems they may or may not have and what resources may
or may not be available to them. The report examines variations in children’s skills, knowledge and

experiences across a set of sociodemographic characteristics of children and their families.

Children’s Skills, Knowledge and Experiences

Whether or not children succeed in school is in part related to events and experiences that occur
prior to the their entering kindergarten for the first time. Children’s preparedness for school and their
later school success are related to multiple aspects of the children’s development, such as their physica
well-being, social development, cognitive skills and knowledge and their approaches to learning (Kagan
et a. 1995). Along with these characteristics, some would emphasize the role that schools play in
determining whether particular children are prepared for school and their success in the classroom (Crinic
and Lamberty 1994; Meisels 1999). Additionally, children’s preparedness for school involves a complex
and continuous collaboration between the child and the family. The family can provide the resources and
support that children require to increase their chances to succeed in school (Maccoby 1992). For some

children, the absence of resources and support place them at increased risk for school failure.

Cognitive Skills and Knowledge. Children’s cognitive skills and knowledge are frequently

thought of as core ingredients in the recipe for success in school. Researchers have conceived cognitive
development as an extended set of multidimensional skills and proficiencies which include
language/literacy (e.g., reading), reasoning (e.g., mathematica knowledge and skills) and general
knowledge (Kagan et al. 1995). Children’s language and literacy refers to both their oral communication
(language) and understanding of the written word (literacy). In this study, children’s reasoning refers to
their mathematical skills. The concept of general knowledge refers to children’s conceptions and

understandings of the world around them.

These three cognitive domains—reading, mathematics and general knowledge—play an
important role in children’s chances for scholastic success. The cognitive skills children demonstrate at

kindergarten entry can potentialy shape their early school experience (Sameroff and Haith 1996).

2us. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-99,
Fall 1998.



Therefore, documenting the skills children possess before they receive formal schooling provides a
baseline for assessing their progress in kindergarten and beyond (Meisels 1996). This report will describe
children’s cognitive skills in the reading, mathematics and general knowledge domains as they enter

kindergarten for the first time.

Social Skills. Children’s social skills relate both to the quality and success of their school
experiences (Meisels et al. 1996). Y oung children construct understanding by interacting with others and
their environment (Bandura 1986). In interacting successfully in a variety of circumstances with a variety
of people, children demonstrate interpersonal skills. They need to feel secure enough to join, question and
listen to their peers and adults. This report will explore indicators of children’s social development by
looking at children’s interpersonal skills and behavioral patterns as rated by their parents and teachers.
Specifically, this report will present information on first-time kindergartners interpersonal skills and

behaviors, both prosocial and problem.

Physical Health and Well-Being. We aso consider the relationships among children’s physical

well-being, motor development and educational outcomes. The stage for learning is often set with enough
rest, good foods to eat and good physical health (Kagan et a. 1995). The concept of physical health and
well-being is broad; it not only includes a disease-free state but also a physical prowess appropriate to the
child’s age in terms of gross and fine motor skills. Consequently, information on children’s physicality
helps untangle the diverse skill set children possess at entry to kindergarten. This report will present
information on first-time kindergartners height and weight, body mass index, fine and gross motor skills,
general health and developmental difficulties they are experiencing that may affect their classroom

experience.

Approaches to Learning. How children approach learning is central to their chances for success

in school. Children’s learning styles reflect how they address learning (Kagan et al. 1995). Children need
to be able to persist at tasks and be eager to learn. In addition, demonstrating creativity in their thinking
and in their work can aso increase their chances for success in school. These characteristics tend to
manifest themselves at a relatively early age. As early as kindergarten entry, children demonstrate
diversity in their approaches and behaviors toward learning. Therefore, this report will explore basic

information on children’ s approaches to learning.



The Child and the Family. The nature and frequency of family interactions relate not only to

children’s development but also to children’s preparedness for school. The frequency with which parents
interact with their children may indicate the investment parents make in their children’s education. Home
activities—such as reading to the child or interacting through play—are related to children’s school

preparedness and chances for success in school.

As the labor force participation rate of mothers with young children has increased, the percentage
of children receiving care from someone other than their parents has increased as well. In the 1990s, a
large majority of children have been cared for on aregular basis by someone other than their parents prior
to entering first grade (West et al. 1995). Today, many kindergarten and primary school children receive

before- and after-school care regularly from persons other than their parents (Brimhall et al. 1999).

The importance to early school success of the home literacy environment, parents regular
interaction with their children and children’s participation in early care and education programs has led
the National Education Goals Panel to include these as proxy measures of school readiness in their annual
report. Consequently, this report on children’s status at entry to kindergarten includes information on each

of these measures.



Data Source

This report presents the first findings from a new national study of kindergartners, their schools,
classrooms, teachers and families. The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-
99 (ECLSK), sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), began following a nationally representative sample of some 22,000 kindergartners in the fall of
1998. Westat, Inc., conducted the study for NCES.

In the fall of the 1998-99 school year, public and private schools offering kindergarten programs
and a sample of the children attending kindergarten in these schools were selected to participate in the
ECLSK.® Baseline data about these children, their families and kindergarten programs were collected at
this time. The findings reported here are based on data from telephone interviews with these children’s
parents/guardians and self-administered questionnaires completed by the children’s kindergarten teachers.
Findings also come from data gathered during an individualized assessment with each child (see the

Methodology Section for a description of the variables and measures used in this report).

The current longitudinal design of the ECLS-K includes five additional waves of data collection.
Data will be collected from the same sample of children in the spring of kindergarten, the fall* and spring

of first grade and the spring of third and fifth grades.

Sample. A nationaly representative sample of approximately 22,000 children enrolled in about
1,000 kindergarten programs during the 1998-99 school year were initialy sampled. The children
attended both public and private kindergartens that offered full-day and part-day programs. The sample
included children from different racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds and included oversamples
of Asian children, private kindergartens and private school kindergartners. This study supports separate
estimates of public and private school kindergartners; black, Hispanic, white and Asian children; and
children from different socioeconomic backgrounds. This report presents information on children entering
kindergarten for the first time. Sample sizes and population counts for first-time kindergartners are
presented in table 1.

% The ECLS-K sample of schoolsincluded traditional schools offering kindergarten and some combination of grades
1-12 and early childhood programs that offered kindergarten in addition to programs for preschoolers.

* Thefall first grade data collection is limited to a parent/guardian interview and to a direct assessment of children’s
skills and knowledge in three domains: mathematics, reading and general knowledge. In addition, the goal of this
round of data collection was to complete the parent interviews and direct child assessments for a 25 percent sub-
sample of the full ECLS-K sample.



Table 1.—Sample sizes and population counts of first-time kindergartners, by child and family characteristics: Fall 1998

Population
Characteristics Sample Population Percentage
Total 17,223 3,678,473 100
Child’s sex
Mae 8,659 1,867,904 51
Female 8,564 1,810,570 49
Child’s age at entry
Born Jan. — Aug. 1992 657 129,127 4
Born Sep. — Dec. 1992 4,019 869,575 24
Born Jan. — Apr. 1993 5,449 1,166,292 32
Born May — Aug. 1993 5,441 1,177,595 32
Born Sep. — Dec. 1993 1,600 326,637 9
Mother’s education
Less than high school 2,233 518,685 14
High school diploma or equivalent 5,041 1,115,650 30
Some college, including vocational/technical 5,432 1,152,511 31
Bachelor’s degree or higher 4,070 798,065 22
Family type
Single mother 3,547 790,442 21
Single father 303 66,430 2
Two parent 13,071 2,753,403 75
Welfare receipt
Utilized AFDC 1,901 427,642 12
Never utilized AFDC 15,209 3,226,334 88
Primary language spoken in home
Non-English 1,678 324,618 9
English 15,499 3,343,764 91
Child’s race/ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 9,819 2,117,928 58
Black, non-Hispanic 2,473 570,111 15
Asian 939 108,030 3
Hispanic 3,019 704,214 19
Hawaiian Native/Pacific |slander 197 20,881 1
American Indian/Alaska Native 292 64,194 2
More than one race, non-Hispanic 460 88,101 2
Child’s race/ethnicity by maternal education
Maternal education:
High school diploma/equivalent or more
White, non-Hispanic 9,020 1,925,039 52
Black, non-Hispanic 1,987 458,563 12
Asian 749 87,038 2
Hispanic 1,957 446,094 12
Maternal education:
Less than high school diploma or equivalent
White, non-Hispanic 581 142,854 4
Black, non-Hispanic 420 97,482 3
Asian 136 15,252 *)
Hispanic 985 240,126 7

* |essthan .5 percent.

NOTE: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding and/ or missing data.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of
1998-99, Fall 1998.



Report Approach

The ECLSK is designed, in part, to describe children’s status at school entry. The kindergarten
population includes both first-time kindergartners and repeat kindergartners. In order to explore children’s
status as they enter school for the first time, first-time kindergartners need to be separated from repeat
kindergartners. Therefore, this report concentrates only on first-time kindergartners,” and the findings

generalize only to that population.

The report has two purposes: (1) it provides the first national picture of entering kindergartnersin
the United States and (2) it introduces the rich data set associated with the ECLS-K. Thisfirst publication
uses the fall kindergarten data and provides descriptive statistics on many variables that relate to children
and their families. Future reports will describe kindergarten teachers and kindergarten classrooms, address

more complex models and hypotheses and will utilize the longitudinal nature of the study.

The magjority of this publication focuses on the child, and information is presented according to
several factors that may influence child development. Characteristics both intrinsic and extrinsic to the
child potentialy contribute to the child’s chances for success or risk for failure. Children's sex,
race/ethnicity and age at school entry (intrinsic factors) are often considered potential resource and/or risk
factors. As others have shown, children’s physical well-being, socia skills, cognitive skills and learning
approaches all vary to some extent by their sex, race/ethnicity and age at school entry (Hafner et a. 1990;
Zill et al. 1995). Other factors that are extrinsic to the child aso influence their health and physical-well
being, social skills, cognitive skills and knowledge and how they approach the task of learning. These
factors include their mother’s education, family type (two-parent, one-parent), home language and their
families receipt of public assistance (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics 1999; Zill
et a. 1995). Consequently, when reporting information on children and their families, this report will

present the data by these salient characteristics.

In this report, children’s physical well-being, social development, cognitive skills and knowledge
and approaches to learning are treated separately. However, we recognize that athough these domains
represent different and unique aspects of children’s development, they are related to and may influence
one another. Thus, we aso include information on the relationships between the different aspects of

development in a separate section of the report.

® Parents were asked if this was their child'sfirst or second year of kindergarten. Based on parent identification, this
report refersto the 95 percent of kindergartners who are entering for the first time.



Findings

The findings in this report are presented in five sections. The first four sections organize the
findings around four dimensions of children’s development: children’s cognitive skills and knowledge,
physical well-being, socia skills and approaches to learning. The fifth section presents information on
children’s home environment and child care experiences. The cognitive skills and knowledge section
describes children’s reading and mathematics skills and genera knowledge. The physical well-being
section presents information on children’s height and weight, motor skills, general health and
developmental difficulties. The section on children’s social skills presents information on children’s
prosocial and problem behaviors. The approaches to learning section presents information on children’s
task persistence, eagerness to learn, creativity and ability to pay attention. Finally, the family section of
the report presents information on the home environment, home educational activities and children’s

nonparental care experience.

In each of the sections, findings related to such child characteristics as sex and age at
kindergarten entry are presented first. At this young age, much of what is being measured is thought to be
developmental in nature. Therefore, some of the differences that relate to children’s age at entry should be
interpreted with caution. They may smply represent some of the natural developmenta variation that is
inherent in this age group. The next set of child characteristics pertain to factors closely associated with
the risk for school failure or academic difficulties such as low maternal educationa attainment level,
family type (number of parents in household), receipt of welfare and primary language spoken in the
home (Zill et al. 1995). When these risk factors occur in concert, the cumulative effect may place children

at an even greater risk for school failure or academic difficulty.

Furthermore, because race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status are so closely linked, we aso
present estimates by children’s race/ethnicity separately for children whose mothers have less than a high
school education and those whose mothers have a high school diploma (or its equivalent) or more.® When
describing findings, we use the term “at risk for school failure or school difficulties” to refer to children
whose mothers have less than a high school education, come from a single mother family, have a history
of public assistance or who live in a family whose primary language is not English. Due to sample size

restrictions, the analysis in this publication only includes significance tests for white, black, Hispanic and

® When presenting estimates, white refers to white non-Hispanic and black refers to black non-Hispanic.



Asian children. Furthermore, though we felt it important to present the estimates by children’s
race/ethnicity separately for children whose mothers have less than a high school education and those
those mothers have a high school diploma or more, due to low sample sizes we did not perform statistical
comparisons. The findings pertain only to first-time kindergartners, and the cognitive skills and
knowledge section presents information only for those first-time kindergartners who were assessed in
English. In the discussion of findings from the family interview, parents are referred to as the respondent,
which is true in the majority of cases (97 percent of respondents were parents). The survey methodol ogy
section includes details about the study design and instruments. Unless otherwise noted, al differences
cited in the text are datistically significant at the .05 level. The standard errors are reported in the
Appendix.



Cognitive Skills, Knowledge and Experiences

Elementary school (K-5) curricula focus on three broad areas of academic competence—reading,
mathematics and general knowledge. These areas of school curricula are considered to be centra to
children’s successful development and functioning as adult citizens in society. Much of the school day is
spent learning core cognitive skills in reading and mathematics and increasing children’s knowledge of

the natural, physical and social worlds.

Children begin school already possessing knowledge and skills in the areas of reading (Vacca et
al. 1995), mathematics (Baroody 1993; Ginsburg 1989) and general knowledge. Their experiences with
their environment—street signs, number of steps up to their door, witnessing the change of seasons—all
contribute to children’s cognitive development. The foundation children have to build upon with school
curricula will influence children’s experiences in school and their cognitive growth. Because children
have different background experiences, one would expect variation in the skills and knowledge children

possess at school entry.

The ECLSK assessment battery has been developed to assess common skills and knowledge
across children. These common skills reflect school curricula across the nation; therefore, the battery
samples typical and important elements of the curriculum with particular emphasis on content and process

areas that are critical to growth and can be expected to reflect growth on the same scale over time.

Assessment Battery. For the most part, in kindergarten, reading skills refer to children’s emergent

literacy, phonemic knowledge and language development. Emergent literacy reflects the child's
understanding that print in books has meaning; language development includes children’s oral language
and their receptive vocabulary (Snow et a. 1998). The two—Ilanguage and literacy—cannot be separated;
together, they enable children to express and interpret thoughts, beliefs and desires. A close relationship
exists between learning language and learning to read, both of which are complex processes. Children's
phonemic knowledge, understanding sounds and how they form words and learning to read are reciprocal.
While phonemic knowledge plays an essential role in learning to read, growth in reading skills contributes
to more advanced phonemic knowledge (Perfetti et al. 1987; Snow et al. 1998). The ECLS-K measure of
reading in kindergarten assesses children’s basic literacy skills (e.g., recognizing the printed word,

identifying sounds, word reading, vocabulary and reading comprehension).

10



Mathematics has been described as “a way of thinking about the world” that is more than mere
computation of numbers (Baroody 1993, p. 151). It involves conceptual understanding of numbers,
shapes, mathematical operations and processes for problem solving. The skills and knowledge that
support such problem solving contribute to children’s critical thinking thus benefiting not only
mathematics learning but aso overal cognitive development. The ECLSK mathematics assessment
measures children’s knowledge and skills necessary to solve problems and reason with numbers. The
mathematical skills measured by the ECLS-K battery include, but are not limited to, the understanding of
the properties of numbers, mathematical operations (e.g., addition) and problemsolving. They also include
understanding the patterns and relationships of numbers, formulating conjectures and identifying

solutions,

General knowledge represents children’s breadth and depth of understanding of the social and
physical environment (i.e., the social, physical and natural world) and their ability to draw inferences and
comprehend implications. Dimensions of knowledge measured by the ECLS-K battery include factual
information from the physical, earth, biological and socia sciences. The skills children need to establish
relationships between and among objects, events or people and to make inferences and to comprehend the
implications of verbal and pictorial concepts, are also measured. It addresses such topical areas as history,

geography and science.

The ECLSK assessed children directly to measure their skills in reading, mathematics and their
knowledge and understanding of the social and physical environments. Each child was individualy
assessed, using computer-assisted technology. Trained assessors presented the items using an easel and

entered responses into a computer.

Given the longitudinal objectives of the study and the need to measure children’s performance in
each of the three areas within a limited amount of time, a two-stage adaptive assessment, tailored to the
child’s present level of performance, was used. Each assessment area (reading, mathematics, general
knowledge) included a routing test (the first stage) which determined each child’ s approximate skill level.
Upon completion of the routing test, the child was administered a second-stage form consisting of items
tailored to his or her ability level. Both reading and mathematics have three second-stage forms. General

knowledge has two second-stage forms.

The children take different routing tests for reading, mathematics and general knowledge. A

child’s test level in one domain is independent of his’her performance in either of the other two domains.

11



Thus, it is possible for a child to take, for example, a low-level reading test but a high-level mathematics
test.

About 9 percent of first-time kindergartners are language minority children—children whose
primary language in the home is not English. The core ECLS-K direct assessment battery was designed to
be administered in English. To determine whether language minority children could be validly and
reliably assessed using the core battery, the Oral Language Development Scale (OLDS), a measure of
basic English proficiency, was first administered.

The OLDS is a subset of the PreLAS 2000 (Duncan and DeAvila 1998) measuring receptive and
expressive language in English. The scales appraise children’s ability to follow oral directions, express
oral vocabulary and produce complete sentences by retelling a simple story using picture cues, skills
required by the ECLSK battery. Assessors administered the English-language OLDS to al language
minority children. Children performing above the cut-off point were administered the core ECLS-K
assessment, whereas children who scored below the cut-point were not administered the complete core
ECLSK assessments (see the Methodology and Data Reliability section for more information). Future
reports will look at the population of children screened out of the English assessment more closely. In this
report, 19 percent of the Asian population and 29 percent of the Hispanic population were excluded from
the English cognitive battery. Consequently, the racial/ethnic differences on the cognitive skills and
knowledge should be interpreted in context.

Assessment Battery Scores. To describe the variability of first-time kindergartners' performance

in reading, mathematics and general knowledge, scores from each assessment domain were converted into
both normative and criterion-referenced proficiency scores. To compare the performance of first-time
kindergartners, their reading, mathematics and general knowledge scores were converted to t-scores with
a mean score equal to 50 and a standard deviation of 10. To further explore the differences in children’s
scores, we divided the t-scores into quartiles. Children in the lowest quartile (025 percent) scored with
the lowest 25 percent of children. Children in the highest quartile (76-100 percent) scored with the
highest 25 percent of children.

In addition to normative interpretations of scores, the ECLS-K battery scores are converted into
criterion-referenced proficiency scores. Criterion-referenced scores can be used to evaluate performance
on specific sets of skills within each domain. The clustering of items was empirically based, with each

cluster representing skills necessary to successfully complete the typical item located at points along the
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scale. Children who pass a particular level have generally mastered the preceding levels. The ECLSK

reading assessment doma